
Rich, atmospheric, and at times mischievous, Laura Amy Schlitz’s books make for enthralling 
classroom read-alouds and engaging discussion starters. Here are ideas for reading and 

discussing her work in your classroom or book group.
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The Hired Girl (ages 10–14)

WINNER OF A SCOTT O’DELL AWARD FOR HISTORICAL FICTION

WINNER OF A NATIONAL JEWISH BOOK AWARD FOR YOUNG ADULT LITERATURE

AN ASSOCIATION OF JEWISH LIBRARIES SYDNEY TAYLOR BOOK AWARD WINNER

ABOUT THE BOOK 
Fourteen-year-old Joan Skraggs yearns for real life and true love, just like the heroines in her 
beloved novels. But what hope is there for adventure, beauty, or art on a hardscrabble farm in 
Pennsylvania where the work never ends? Over the summer of  1911, Joan pours her heart out 
into her diary as she seeks a new, better life for herself  — because maybe, just maybe, a hired 
girl can become what a farm girl could only dream of: a woman with a future. Joan’s journey 
from the muck of  the chicken coop to the comforts of  a society household in Baltimore is an 
exploration of  feminism and housework; religion and literature; love and loyalty; cats, hats, and 
bunions.

DISCUSSION STARTERS

• “I know I’m not nothing,” Joan writes while she’s still living on the farm (page 36). What is the 
source of  her self-confidence? How did her mother and teacher foster it? Why can’t her father 
and brothers extinguish it? 

• Why does Mr. Skraggs burn his daughter’s books? What does he fear reading will do to her? Is 
he right? Why?

• “She is utterly without guile,” Mrs. Rosenbach says of  Joan (page 94). “A stranger in a strange 
land.” What does Mrs. Rosenbach mean? Have you ever felt like a stranger in a strange land? 
Do you think Mrs. Rosenbach has ever felt like one?

HC: 978-0-7636-7818-0 • PB: 978-0-7636-9450-0 • Also available as an e-book • Lexile 810L

★ Publishers Weekly

★ School Library Journal

★ Kirkus Reviews

★ Booklist

★ The Horn Book

★ Shelf Awareness



A Drowned Maiden’s Hair: A Melodrama (ages 10–14)

A CYBILS AWARD WINNER

ABOUT THE BOOK 
Maud Flynn is known at the orphanage for her impertinence. So when the charming Miss 
Hawthorne chooses her to take home, the girl is pleased but baffled, until it becomes clear that 
she’s needed to help stage elaborate séances for bereaved patrons. As Maud is drawn deeper into 
the deception, playing her role as a “secret child,” she is torn between her need to please and her 
growing conscience — until a shocking betrayal shows just how heartless her so-called guardians 
are. Filled with fascinating details of  turn-of-the-century spiritualism and page-turning suspense, 
this lively novel features a feisty heroine whom readers will not soon forget.

DISCUSSION STARTERS
• Before Maud learns about the “family business,” Hyacinth has Maud read Little Lord Fauntleroy.  

What is the significance of  this story? Why does Hyacinth want Maud to know it well?

• Why do you think that the Hawthorne sisters mistreat their housemaid, Anna, whom they call 
Muffet? How should they have treated her?

• The Hawthorne sisters have made a career out of  phony séances, and even though Maud knows 
that it’s wrong, she goes along with it anyway. Why do you think that is? What would you have 
done if  you were in Maud’s shoes?

• Shortly after learning about Victoria’s former ability to dream of  the dead, Maud starts to have 
dreams about Caroline Lambert. Do you believe that Maud actually has special powers, or is it 
just her subconscious?

HC: 978-0-7636-2930-4 • PB: 978-0-7636-9448-7 • Also available as an e-book • Lexile 690L

Splendors and Glooms (ages 10–14)

A NEWBERY HONOR BOOK

ABOUT THE BOOK 
The master puppeteer Gaspare Grisini is so expert at manipulating his stringed puppets that they 
appear alive. Clara, the only child of  a wealthy doctor, is spellbound by Grisini’s act and invites 
him to entertain at her birthday party. Seeing his chance to make a fortune, Grisini accepts and 
makes a splendidly gaudy entrance with his caravan, puppets, and two orphaned assistants, Lizzie 
Rose and Parsefall. When Clara vanishes that night, suspicion falls upon the puppeteer. As Lizzie 
and Parse seek to puzzle out Clara’s whereabouts, they uncover Grisini’s criminal past and evil 
intentions. Then they find themselves caught in a trap set by Grisini’s ancient rival, a witch with a 
deadly inheritance to shed before it’s too late. 

DISCUSSION STARTERS
• Why do you think Clara refers to her dead brothers and sisters as “the Others”? 

• Clara, Cassandra, and Marguerite all share the same birthday, of  November 6. As Clara is the 
one who is finally able to destroy the phoenix-stone, what do you believe is the significance of  
their shared birthdays?

• When Cassandra tries to manipulate Clara, she tells her, “When I sought to invade your thoughts, 
you resisted me. I thought you were strong, and I was right” (page 218). Do you think this so-
called strength helps Clara to finally destroy the phoenix-stone?

• Many characters do not show Grisini respect, not because of  his terrible actions, but because he is 
described as a foreigner. Why do you think this is? Does this seem fair?

HC: 978-0-7636-5380-4 • PB: 978-0-7636-9449-4 • Also available as an e-book • Lexile 670L
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★ Publishers Weekly

★ School Library Journal

★ Kirkus Reviews

★ Booklist

★ Bulletin of the Center for 
Children’s Books

★ The Horn Book 

★ Bulletin of the Center for 
Children’s Books
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Good Masters! Sweet Ladies! Voices from a Medieval Village (ages 10–14) 
illustrated by Robert Byrd

WINNER OF THE NEWBERY MEDAL 

ABOUT THE BOOK 
Maidens, monks, and millers’ sons — in these pages, readers will meet them all. With a deep 
appreciation for the period and a grand affection for both characters and audience, the author 
creates twenty-two riveting portraits and linguistic gems equally suited to silent reading or 
performance. This witty, historically accurate, and utterly human collection forms an exquisite 
bridge to the people and places of  medieval England.

DISCUSSION STARTERS

• Think about the inequities of  medieval society. Villeins and women were treated as property. 
Which people portrayed in the monologues have the best lives and the most freedom? Who 
seems the most hopeless? Why? Who in today’s world might be living lives similar to those of  
the characters in the book? 

• Illness and death were always close at hand in medieval life, as seen in some of  the pieces in 
the book. Who in the book has experienced loss? How does the death of  a family member 
affect those still alive? 

• Did you notice that there is no mention of  school in the book? What kind of  education did 
children receive in medieval times? How did education differ according to class and gender?

HC: 978-0-7636-1578-9 • PB (full color): 978-0-7636-4332-4 • PB (B & W): 978-0-7636-5094-0 

Also available as an e-book

★ Publishers Weekly

★ School Library Journal

★ Kirkus Reviews

★ Booklist

★ Bulletin of the Center for 
Children’s Books

Princess Cora and the Crocodile (ages 4–8) 
illustrated by Brian Floca

ABOUT THE BOOK  
Princess Cora is sick of  boring lessons. She’s sick of  running in circles around the dungeon 
gym. She’s sick, sick, sick of  taking three baths a day. And her parents won’t let her have 
a dog. But when she writes to her fairy godmother for help, she doesn’t expect that help to 
come in the form of  a crocodile — a crocodile who does not behave properly. With perfectly 
paced dry comedy, Princess Cora goes on a delightful outdoor adventure — climbing trees! 
getting dirty! having fun! — while her alter ego wreaks utter havoc inside the castle, obliging 
one pair of  royal helicopter parents to reconsider their ways.

HC: 978-0-7636-4822-0

★ Publishers Weekly

★ School Library Journal

★ Booklist

FOR YOUNG READERS



The Night Fairy (ages 7–10) 
illustrated by Angela Barrett

ABOUT THE BOOK 
What would happen to a fairy if  she lost her wings and could no longer fly? Flory, a 
young night fairy no taller than an acorn and still becoming accustomed to her wings, is 
about to find out. What she discovers is that the world is very big and very dangerous. But 
Flory is fierce and willing to do whatever it takes to survive. If  that means telling others 
what to do — like Skuggle, a squirrel ruled by his stomach — so be it. Not every creature, 
however, is as willing to bend to Flory’s demands. A magnificent adventure.

HC: 978-0-7636-3674-6• PB: 978-0-7636-5295-1 • Also available as an e-book • GRL R / Lexile 630L
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★ School Library Journal 

★ Booklist

The Hero Schliemann: The Dreamer Who Dug for Troy (ages 9–12) 
illustrated by Robert Byrd

ABOUT THE BOOK  
This engaging illustrated biography of  Heinrich Schliemann, a nineteenth-century 
archaeologist who most believe did find the ancient city of  Troy, paints a portrait of  
contradictions — a man at once stingy and lavishly generous, a scholar both shrewd 
and reckless, a speaker of  twenty-two languages and a man with a funny habit of  
taking liberties with the truth. The engrossing tale opens a discussion about how history 
sometimes comes to be written, and how it sometimes needs to be changed. Back matter 
includes source notes and a bibliography.

PB: 978-0-7636-6504-3 • Also available as an e-book • GRL W / Lexile 910L

★ Bulletin of the Center for 
Children’s Books

ABOUT LAURA AMY SCHLITZ

Laura Amy Schlitz has spent most of  her life working as a librarian and professional storyteller. She has also written plays 
for young people that have been performed in professional theaters across the country. She lives in Maryland, where she is 
currently a teacher as well as a writer.

FOR YOUNG READERS


